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question:
In what way are people with extreme obesity presently 
considered in emergency planning in Aotearoa New Zealand?
Image: Obesity CanadaMethods: 
Emergency managers, planners and responders were surveyed utilising 
an online exploratory questionnaire tool between May – July 2018. 
The questionnaire was issued to agencies such as regional emergency 
management organisations, health agencies, civil defence, fire, police, and 
ambulance services via email using a modified snowballing technique.4   
Table 1 – Online Survey Participant Characteristics
Location (Region) N Type of Organisation N Role N
National 1 District Health Board 8 Service Leader 1
Auckland 3 Civil Defence/Emergency Management 10 Registered Nurse 2
Tairāwhiti 1 Local Government/ Coordinator 5
Wellington 7 District Council 4 Manager 10
Canterbury 1 Ambulance 2 Consultant 1
Otago 7 Fire and Emergency 2 Officer 3
Manawatu/ Humanitarian/ Advisor and/or Planner 7
Whanganui 11 Search and Rescue 2 Controller or Director 2
Health/Public Health 
Organisation 3  





People with extreme obesity are not specifically planned 
for, but may be considered under provisions for those with 
vulnerabilities e.g. mobility issues or health condition.
Participants most commonly reported having disaster-related 
arrangements for people with disabilities (N=20), children 
(N=17), older people (N=14), people with chronic medical 
conditions (N=13) and people with mental illness (N=9), with 
four participants indicating people with extreme obesity may be 
included in those groups, but were not purposely planned for. 
Half of all participants indicated their organisation should 
consider people with extreme obesity in their disaster related 
arrangements.  Five participants stated they would expect input 
or guidance from Health (District Health Board or the Ministry of 
Health).
quotes
“People with extreme 
obesity have not been 
identified as a high 
priority group.”
“Limited mobility is an 
issue with extreme 
obesity – in a disaster 
related event, normal 
mobility services are 
unavailable.”
Lorem ipsum
“People with obesity are 
also people too.”
“Moving may take 
specialised equipment 
and trained emergency 
personnel that are 
simply unavailable.”
“It is important to plan for 
all types of contingencies 
during an emergency.”
DISCUSSION & CONCLUSION
While the results of this small exploratory study cannot be 
generalised, responses suggest people with extreme obesity are 
not specifically considered in emergency planning in Aotearoa New 
Zealand currently.
Groups known to be more vulnerable in disasters will undoubtedly 
include some people with extreme obesity given the levels of 
population exposure in Aotearoa New Zealand (around 5.3% for 
the total population, 20% for Pacific people’s, and 10% for Māori).5 
However, the ‘vulnerabilities’ literature is silent on the particular 
aspects of size, shape and weight.2,3
Further research is in process to assess the extent to which existing 
arrangements for high priority groups address the needs of people 
with extreme obesity and what if any other considerations may be 
required in Aotearoa New Zealand.
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Introduction
New Zealand is a signatory to the UNISDR Sendai Framework for Disaster 
Risk Reduction 2015-2030.  The Framework sets out four priorities: 
the first involves understanding disaster risks across all dimensions of 
vulnerability.1  
The capacities and vulnerabilities of people with extreme obesity have 
yet to be explored in the disaster risk reduction literature.  While people 
have been impacted in disasters in relation to their size, shape and weight, 
the literature is ‘conspicuously invisible’ on this topic and no empirical 
research was located.2,3  
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